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Abstract 
This paper considers several researches which focus on the acquisition of the English phonological system by Farsi speakers who 
are learning English as a foreign language and evaluates learners’ pronunciation strengths and weaknesses. The research mostly 
focuses on the articulation of the consonants and production of vowels; hence they are compared and contrasted to find the 
similarities and differences between the two systems and the potential areas. This paper identifies which phonological 
characteristics of Farsi speakers of English interfere when producing English sounds.  
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1.Introduction 
   Today, English is the most broadly studied foreign language in the world. Since English has become a dominant 
International language the desire to communicate effectively with both native and non-native speakers of English 
has increased among English language learners. Many students who are learning English have difficulties in 
pronunciation. Therefore, is not much emphasis on accurate pronunciation of English words. 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, Research & Conference 
Services C-crcs.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
519 Mahdieh Navehebrahim /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  518 – 525 
Even though correct pronunciation is important and should be taught in every ESL and EFL classroom it is still 
widely neglected. Feedback from the study would pave the way for Persian speakers of English to know how to 
correct their phonological mispronunciation of English. Therefore, they would be able to improve their performance 
in English pronunciation. The aim of the study is to review and compare the segmental features of English and Farsi  
 
2. Literature Review 
   According to the information that has been gathered on both languages, a comparison between English and Farsi 
language syllable structures and sound systems would be done. As a result of this comparison, the problematic areas 
that are responsible for pronunciation difficulties of Farsi speakers of English would be identified. 
In order to understand the role of the first language in the phonological acquisition of the second language, 
emphasis has been given to the studies that have focused on the differences between English and Persian 
phonological systems. All languages are unique in terms of their consonant and vowel systems. In linguistics, these 
distinctive characteristics have been divided into segmental and suprasegmental features. The segmental features of 
a language relate to consonants and vowels, whereas suprasegmental aspects of a language are involved with word 
stress, intonation, and rhythm (Celce-Marcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 1996, p. 35). 
Hall (2007) a foreign accent is the constant occurrence of the phonetic differences from the norms of a language 
which L1 speakers of that language recognize as unfamiliar to their own language sound system. Learners’ with a 
foreign accent may be intelligible, but understanding them requires more effort, or they may be unintelligible in the 
sense that they are often misunderstood. (Hall, 2007) states on many occasions that Iranians complained they were 
often asked by native speakers to repeat themselves in conversations, or were treated impatiently by those who could 
not understand the questions or requests that they had expressed. Observation of L2 pronunciation errors would 
naturally suggest the critical need for EFL teachers to become more aware of the impact that the learners’ L1 sound 
system and syllable structure will bring to the learning of English pronunciation. 
 
2.1. Contrastive Analysis 
 
Lado (1957) and (Gass & Selinker, 2008) detailed one way to anticipate pronunciation challenges for L2 English 
learners is to do Contrastive Analysis. Contrastive Analysis was originated from Lado’s linguistics across culture 
1957. Lado (1957) assumes that patterns that will cause difficulty in learning, and those that will not cause difficulty 
can be predicted and described, by comparing systematically the language learned with the native language of the 
learner.  According to (Gass & Selinker, 2008), based on the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) the unequal 
features between languages are the main source of errors. Lado (1957) claims that the teacher who has made a 
comparison of a foreign language with the native language of the student will know better what the real learning 
problems are and can better provide for teaching them. 
Yarmohammadi (1995) believes that Contrastive phonology is the process of contrasting and comparing the 
phonological systems of languages to discover their differences and similarities. It is in the area of phonology that as 
Ringbom (1994, p. 738) claims “the predictions of CA work best”. Phonological CA is more justifiable to be 
conducted since as Cook (1999, p. 86) states CA is “most successful in the area of pronunciation”. It has been 
suggested that CA maybe most productive at the level of phonology” (Richards; 1984: 204). Contrastive Analysis 
can convey insights into the differences and similarities between the L1 and L2 phonological characteristics of 
English and Farsi language. Moreover, no one can deny that the L1 influences L2 performance. Thus, the next 
approach could be to limit the analysis to the examination of errors that learners actually make. Errors do not just 
occur; there are some things responsible for their commission. Hence, attention is on areas in the language where the 
learner commits most of the errors; that is the areas that cause difficulty to the learner. 
 
3. Farsi Consonants 
 
    According to Aghai (2011), Farsi also known as Persian is considered the authorized language of Iran. Farsi 
alphabet is based on Arabic script (Wilson & Wilson, 2001). The Farsi sound system contains 32 letters: 23 
consonants and 6 vowels, of the 6 vowels, 2 diphthongs /ei/, /ou/ and a total of twenty nine phonemes (Samareh, 
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2000). In the Farsi consonantal system four consonants (ð, ș, w, ڦ) are absent. The classification of Farsi consonants 
according to place of articulation (horizontal column) and manner of articulation (vertical column) is given in Table 
1 below. 
 
 
Table 1 
 
Farsi Consonants (International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 1999, p. 124) 
 ŝůĂďŝĂů >ĂďŝŽĚĞŶƚĂůƐ ůǀĞŽůĂƌ WŽƐƚĂůǀ͘ WĂůĂƚĂů sĞůĂƌ 'ůŽƚƚĂů
WůŽƐŝǀĞ Ɖď  ƚĚ   ŬŐ ࡫
EĂƐĂů ŵ  Ŷ    
&ƌŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ  Ĩǀ Ɛǌ ࡚ࡩ  ǆ࠹ Ś
ĨĨƌŝĐĂƚĞ    ƚ࡚ࡩĚ   
dƌŝůů   ƌ    
ƉƉƌŽǆŝŵĂŶƚ     ũ  
>ĂƚĞƌĂůĂƉƉƌŽǆŝŵĂŶƚ   ů    
 
 
3.1. Farsi Vowels  
  
Vowels are the main elements of each language; moreover, the difference in pronunciation of a word uttered by 
speakers of different languages is basically due to the variations in vowels and the way they are pronounced(Hall, 
2007). 
In Farsi, there are 6 distinct vowels demonstrated as three lax vowels (/a/, /e/, /o/) and three tense vowels (/æ/, /i/, 
/u/). A research conducted by Hall (2007), analyzed the place of vowels in Farsi and asserted that “vowels do not 
have any variation in length in formal speech” (p. 10). However, in informal speech when vowel length changes due 
to compensatory lengthening, the meaning of the word will not be affected. For instance, in these Farsi words 
‘begu’/begu/ ; ‘gush’ /guݕ/ ; ‘gusht’ /guݕt/ , we can change the length of vowels in each case and L1 Farsi speaker 
will understand it. 
English, / æ / is an open-low-front vowel which does not correspond exactly with the Farsi equivalent. Therefore, 
Iranian Students tend to use / ܥ / instead, in which the mouth is not as open as in English. Moreover, /ݞ/ a mid-lax-
central vowel; / ܧ / a mid-low-back vowel, and /ݜ/ a high-back-lax vowel in English do not exist in Farsi. Finally, /e 
/ in Farsi corresponds to the English vowels /ܭ /and /e/ depending on whether it is in either a stressed or an 
unstressed position. Thus, it is quite probable that vowel distinctions made by the change of tongue positioning 
between Farsi and English vowels may cause problems for Farsi speakers of English. The Farsi vowels are given in 
Figure 1: 
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Figure 1: Farsi Vowels, International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 1999, p. 124 
 
 
3.2. English Consonants 
 
In an overview of the English sound system, its alphabet is based on Latin which contains twenty six letters: 
twenty- four consonants; twelve vowels; eight diphthongs and a total of 44 phonemes (Sousa, 2005, p. 37). It should 
be noted that other authorities vary slightly from this, but the number is between 43 and 45 phonemes. However, a 
study performed on American English asserted that “there are similarities among consonants that permits us to 
classify them into groups; the classification can be done according to various criteria” (Olive, Greenwood, & 
Coleman, 1993, p. 22). The classification of English consonants according to place of articulation (horizontal 
column) and manner of articulation (vertical column) is given in Table 2 below: 
 
Table 2 
 
 English Consonants (International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 1999, p. 41) 
 ŝůĂďŝĂů >ĂďŝŽĚĞŶƚĂů ĞŶƚĂů ůǀĞŽůĂƌ WŽƐƚ
ůǀĞŽůĂƌ
WĂůĂƚĂů sĞůĂƌ 'ůŽƚƚĂů
WůŽƐŝǀĞ Ɖď   ƚĚ   ŬŐ 
EĂƐĂů ŵ   E   ż 
&ƌŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ  Ĩǀ ɽĝ Ɛǌ ࡚ࡩ   Ś
ĨĨƌŝĐĂƚĞ     ƚ࡚Ěࡩ   
ƉƉƌŽǆŝŵĂŶƚ    Z  : ǁ 
>ĂƚĞƌĂůƉƉƌŽǆŝŵĂŶƚ    >    
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3.3. English Vowels 
 
English language contains 12 vowels (Hall, 2007). The most common vowels in English have been classified in 
accordance with how the tongue shapes them. Vowel sounds are produced with a relatively free flow of air” (Yule, 
2006, p. 38). English vowels classification is based on the movement of the lips, tongue and jaw. The vowels of 
English have been characterized as low, mid, or high, which describe the height of the tongue, whereas features such 
as front, central, or back refer to the position of the tongue inside the mouth(Barry, 2008). The English vowels are 
given in Figure 2:  
 
 
Figure2: English Vowels, International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) 
 
 
3.4. Comparison of English and Farsi Phonological Systems 
 
 
 
   Comparing one language with another is not new in linguistics. Since the 1940s, this kind of activity has been 
referred to as Contrastive Analysis (Hall, 2007).  It shows the ability to predict errors of two languages depending 
on the similarities and differences between the structure of the learner’s L1 and that of the L2. According to Lado 
(1957), the elements that are similar to the native language will be effortless for the learner and those elements that 
are different will be difficult. Aghai (2011) believes negative transfer occurs when different linguistic elements are 
present between learners’ first and second language. Some of these features prevent Iranian English language 
learners from producing the correct segmental features of the English language. Wilson and Wilson (2001) 
emphasized the most common pronunciation errors produced by Farsi speakers by suggesting that although Farsi 
and English are similar in terms of their phonemes, the vowels, consonants and diphthongs that are not shared in 
both languages can become problematic for Farsi speakers. Moreover, Hall (2007) focused on the pronunciation of 
Farsi speakers and asserted that the differences between the sound system of English and Persian influenced their 
intelligibility.  
 
Farsi and English are different in alphabet, sound system, and syllable structure. The Farsi alphabet is based on 
Arabic, which is a consonantal system and contains 32 letters: 23 consonants and 6 vowels as well as two 
diphthongs and a total of 29 phonemes (Samareh, 2000, p. 85). Whereas, the English alphabet is based on Latin 
which contains twenty-six letters: twenty four consonants; twelve vowels; eight diphthongs and a total of fourty four 
phonemes (Sousa, 2005). 
 
Keshavarz and Ingram (2002) detailed the major points of their study in order to gain a better perspective of the 
Farsi sound system. They compared Farsi and English sound systems and asserted that the two languages are 
relatively similar in terms of their phonemes inventories, sharing 21 consonantal phonemes. Farsi has all the English 
stops and affricates plus /ݦ/. English has one more nasal consonant, the /ƾ/ which is restricted to coda position. There 
are seven fricatives found in both languages/f/, /s/, /ݕ/, /h/, /v/, /z/, and/ݤ/. English also has the two inter-dentals /ș/ 
and /ð/, while Farsi has the velar and uvular series /x/, /y/.  It should be noted that Farsi speakers of English have 
difficulties in articulating fricatives / ș / and /ð /. According to Mirhassani (2003, p. 7) in some cases, it is seen that 
some Farsi speakers of English adopt /s/ and /t/ for /ș / and sometimes /z/ and /d/ for / ð /, which cause problems and 
misunderstanding. Lastly, both languages phonemically have the same liquids and glides that is /j/, /w/, /r/, /l/. It 
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should be noted that the /r/ in English and Farsi are not phonetically the same. The Farsi /r/ is a trill rather than a 
liquid approximant as in English.  
 
Furthermore, according to the Contrastive Analysis of English and Farsi conducted by (Lotfollah 
Yarmohammadi, 1969 ),  the following negative transfer of learned L1 habits into English can be expected from 
Farsi speakers of English. Sicola (2009) conducted a study in which she stated that “when a learner fails to 
successfully produce English vowels, it indicates their unfamiliarity with voice quality settings. In order to be able 
to produce English vowels, students should become familiar with the sound system of each Language”. 
The difficulties that Iranian EFL students might encounter in learning English pronunciation stem from the 
differences between English and Persian phonological features, which results in failure to perceive the English 
sound system. 
 
3.5. Common vowel errors 
 
   1. /ܭ/ and /æ/ can substitute for one another;  
   [bæt] is articulated as [bܭt] 
   [Pensԥl] articulated as [pensel] 
2. /ݞ/ replaces /Į/. 
   [lݞk] is articulated as [lĮk] 
3. /ݜ/ replaces /u/.  
   [ful] is pronounced as [fݜl] 
   [pull] is pronounced as [pݜll] 
4. /ܼ/ replaces /i/.  
   [liv] is articulated as [lܼv] 
   [ݕip] is articulated as [ݕܼp] 
   [fish] is articulated as [fܼݕ] 
 
 
3.6. Common consonant errors 
 
1- Farsi speakers tend to place a vowel after each consonant; therefore, the following errors might occur  
when some Persians pronounce English words. Bread pronounced as [bܭ݋ܭd], Traffic is pronounced as 
[tܭ݋ܤfܼk] and place is pronounced as [pܭleܼs]. 
2-  Stop consonants such as /p/, /b/, /t/, /d/, k/, /g/ are articulated with a stronger puff of air. /k/, /p/, /g/ and /t/ 
become aspirated when they are placed in the post coda position. Bank is pronounced as [bænkހ]. 
3-  Fricatives such as /ș/, /ð/, and /s/ are substituted and articulated for other consonants such as /t/, /s/, /z/ and 
/d/. Three is pronounced as [srܭi] or [trܭi], father is pronounced as [fĮdܭr]. 
4-  Nasal consonant /ƾ/ is articulated as /n/ and /g/.Sing is pronounced as [sܼngހ], bring is pronounced as 
[brܼngހ]. 
5- Lateral liquid consonant /l/ can be pronounced with a stronger puff of air /ܭl/ when it is placed at the end of 
a word such as tell. 
6- The glide consonant /w/ is replaced by /v/ since /w/ does not exist in Farsi consonants. Flower is articulated 
as [fܭlavܭ݋], west is articulated as [vܭstހ], tower is articulated as [tavܭ݋]. 
7- When a consonant’s features are not compatible with the feature(s) being spread, the default vowel / e / will 
be inserted. Ski is pronounced as [ܭski], small is pronounced as [ܭsmal], student is pronounced as 
[ܭstudent], spell is pronounced as [ܭspel], street is pronounced as [ܭstrit] and school is pronounced as 
[ܭskul]. 
8-  In non-SC clusters, the second member of the cluster is either /l/ or /r/. In these cases, if the cluster is 
followed by a high vowel, then there is copy epenthesis. Freezer is pronounced as [firizer], clean is   
pronounced as [kilin] and drink is pronounced as [dirink]. 
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9- If the cluster is followed by a low vowel, then / e / is inserted.  Flower is pronounced as [felover], traffic is 
pronounced as [terĮfic], flask is pronounced as [felask] and blossom is pronounced as [belosom]. 
10- If the cluster is followed by a mid vowel, then there is copy epenthesis if the second member is /r/, as 
[peres], green is pronounced as [girin]. 
 
4. Discussion  
 
The findings of this study highlight that some Iranian learners do not have a fixed idea of English sound system 
and unfamiliarity with the English phonological rules is one of the factors that affects learners’ errors in 
pronunciation. Another factor that affects mispronunciation is the inability to realize the differences between the 
English and Farsi sound systems. The learners' inability in hearing and identifying all the sounds of the words they 
can hear seems to be effective in pronunciation errors. This is probably related to a student's proficiency level in 
English. The learners’ mispronunciation seems to be the cause of errors and this problem could be due to the 
absence of some sounds in Farsi, but available in English. As a result of this reason the learner's difficulty in correct 
pronunciation is probably caused by insufficient instruction and practice in the ESL listening and speaking courses 
taken by the learners. From the discussion we realize that if Contrastive Analysis is handled very well by language 
teachers it will help to minimize the rate at which the Farsi language learners of English commit errors in the 
pronunciation of vowels and consonants. 
 
 
5. Conclusion and Results 
  From the hierarchy of differences detailed above and the procedures for Contrastive Analysis, we can realize the 
difficulties Iranian learners of English will encounter. Phonological difficulties arise from individual's inability to 
pronounce correct phonological expectations. Some of the learners’ may find some alphabets or sounds difficult to 
pronounce because such sounds do not exist in their own native language that leads them to mispronunciation. 
Studies did not indicate that the pronunciation difficulties belonged to all language learners. 
The results of the current study confirmed the prediction of Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis that the absent 
phonemes /w, ș, ð, ܼ/ in the Farsi sound system do cause difficulties for the intelligibility of Farsi speakers of 
English Because of the lack of the some sounds in Farsi, some Iranian speakers tend to fail to perceive the difference 
between the sounds which are linguistically significant in English. Studies have showed that the Farsi learners of 
English must learn new English phonemes /ș/ and /ð/.  There is no difference or contrast in sounds, lexical items, or 
structures between the two languages. Examples can be found in the following phonemes in Farsi and English.  
In Farsi language each consonant in the initial position is either preceded or followed by a vowel. Thus, it is not 
at all surprising that Farsi speakers of English have difficulties pronouncing English words with consonant clusters. 
These results can be processed and used in preparing teaching materials or companion and complementary materials 
for the teaching of pronunciation, preparing pronunciation tests, and diagnosing areas that need much time and 
energy. 
 
6. Need for further study 
          It is hoped that the findings of this research set of general ideas about the possible problems and the 
phonological errors that Farsi speakers of English may encounter in pronunciation of the segmental features. 
Furthermore, by teachers being aware of the likely problems to be incurred by the learners’ lack of familiarity with 
certain phonemes, they can accommodate these problems by allowing more time to focus on phonemes that are 
likely to cause problems. Moreover, the study calls attention to the need for ESL/EFL teachers’ professional 
development in Phonetics and Phonology in order to successfully implement such intervention. To help EFL 
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learners’ in improving English pronunciation, the learners should receive more listening practice and should be 
exposed to English language. It is essential for learners to be exposed to phonological awareness. Last but not least, 
there are other procedures of analyzing learners’ errors such as Error analysis, Inter-language and Discourse 
Analysis which researchers should not ignore. 
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